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Se a rching for information in org a n i-
zational archives is an extension of
i n f o rmation-seeking behavior in
e v e ryday work in organizations. On

a daily basis, staff members typically rely first on
their own memory for needed inform a t i o n .
Second, they rely on convenient re f e rence tools or
readily accessible re c o rds that document their
knowledge and actions. Research suggests that
people will use the most accessible inform a t i o n ,
re g a rdless of whether it is the best inform a t i o n .
One writer calls this the “Principle of Least
E ff o rt ” :

...most re s e a rchers (even “serious” schol-
ars) will tend to choose easily available infor-
mation sources, even when they are objec-
tively of low quality, and, furt h e r, will tend to
be satisfied with whatever can be found eas-
ily in pre f e rence to pursing higher quality
s o u rces whose use would re q u i re a gre a t e r
e x p e n d i t u re of eff o rt .1

This statement reflects the reality of inform a-
tion-seeking in most organizations, although it fails
to recognize the limited re s o u rces and time pre s-
s u res facing staff and administrators on a daily
basis, and as we will see, it fails to recognize the
s t ru c t u re of information flows in org a n i z a t i o n s .

Thus, when searching for information, a staff
member is most likely to draw first on personal
knowledge or on the re c o rds documenting his or
her actions immediately at hand.2 R e c o rds are util-
itarian, created in the course of practical activities.
As staff members ord e r, direct, design, build,
re p o rt, communicate, instruct, plan, evaluate,
a d v e rtise, apply, announce, authorize, re q u e s t ,
compensate, contract, or otherwise do their jobs,
they create re c o rds. The title of a re c o rd often
reflects the action that it creates it, such as applica-
tion for leave, invitation, job order request, perf o r-
mance appraisal, change ord e r, specifications, per-
mit, and so forth. Recording technologies have pro-
liferated, so that documents may be textual,
graphic, photographic, audio, video, or electro n i c .

Documents are instruments for conveying
i n f o rmation about actions in the organization and
beyond from one place to another. Some docu-
ments, such as directives and instructions, flow
f rom the top of the organization down; some, such
as requests and re p o rts, flow from the bottom up;

still others, such as memoranda, flow laterally.
Documents pool in filing systems in locations
w h e re the information is needed, so office files
tend to have incoming documents, copies of outgo-
ing documents, as well as notes, calendars, and
other documents created and retained in the off i c e .
The filing stru c t u re is the primary mode of
retrieval. Tw e n t i e t h - c e n t u ry re c o rding technologies,
especially electrostatic copying, have increased the
likelihood that copies will be found in many loca-
tions, but the aggregation of documents in any one
location will be unique, reflecting the activities car-
ried out at that location.3

For information beyond their own memory,
files, and scope of activity, staff are likely to con-
sult other people in the organization. One surv e y
of university administrators found that 94% of all
respondents cited other university staff members
as their primary information re s o u rc e .4 B rown and
Yakel found further that, “administrators rely most
on human information networks resulting fro m
years of experience and personal re l a t i o n s h i p s
built on trust and prior provision of reliable infor-
m a t i o n . ”5 It is natural that people trust inform a-
tion that has been selected and authenticated by a
knowledgeable expert, and information that is
given by the person responsible for the action.
Thus, seeking information from other people in the
o rganization is much more than simply following
the principle of least eff o rt .

S t a ff ask themselves, “Who would know or
need to know about this problem?” To locate the
right person, staff use their knowledge of org a n i z a-
tional stru c t u re to identify the individual or off i c e
responsible for the sphere of activity, or they ask
others more knowledgeable about the org a n i z a t i o n .
They are likely to use the telephone in search of
i n f o rmation. Staff directories and org a n i z a t i o n
c h a rts serve to guide people with questions to peo-
ple with knowledge. Titles of both individuals and
d e p a rtments indicate responsibility for org a n i z a-
tional functions.

The information seeker relies on the re s p o n-
sible official either to know the answer, to know
their files in order to be able to find the inform a-
tion, or to refer the information seeker to another
person, department, or organization. Staff mem-
bers consult either their own memory or the mem-
o ry of their actions embedded in their re c o rds, or
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analyze the functions of the organization and then
consult people or re c o rds resulting from that func-
tion. Often, however, this inform a t i o n - s e e k i n g
behavior is so ingrained that staff do not think
about these processes, and the search for inform a-
tion is so obvious that the process is transpare n t .

I n f o rmation-seeking behavior in org a n i z a-
tions is changing as information is incre a s i n g l y
re c o rded in electronic forms, especially in net-
worked electronic enviro n m e n t s . A rchives at the
millennium are faced with a paradigm shift compa-
rable to the invention of the printing press 500
years ago; perhaps even comparable to the inven-
tion of writing itself five millennia ago. For the past
15 years, personal computers were primarily used
to produce “fast paper,” that is, people used soft-
w a re packages for word processing, database man-
agement, or spreadsheets to automate the pro d u c-
tion of paper documents. The flow of inform a t i o n
continued largely through transmittal of traditional
paper documents.

In the last five years, however, information is
i n c reasingly transmitted only in electronic form .
I n t e rnal organizational information is distributed
by electronic mail. Bulletin boards and discussion
g roups (list-servs) provide means to contact a
wider pool of people than the telephone. Public
i n f o rmation and re p o rts that would have been dis-
seminated via the printing press are now available
instantly through the World Wide We b .
I n f o rmation once found in paper form in depart-
ment files such as benefits information, customer
re c o rds, library catalogs, archival finding aids, and
other departmental databases are now accessible
t h rough Local Area Networks so that people can
access them from their desktops, rather than call-
ing the responsible official. Automated inform a t i o n
s e rvices include shared cataloging through Online
Public Access Catalogs, CD-ROM indexes, pro p r i-
e t a ry databases like Dialog, or full text databases
like Lexis or Nexis.

In the last few years as computers have been
linked in networks, either Local Area Networks
within organizations or through the Internet to
other organizations, users have come to rely upon
p o w e rful and convenient online tools and inform a-
tion re s o u rces. At the same time, however, many
re c o rds are no longer captured in a tangible form .
R e c o rds are created, communicated, filed,
retrieved, or lost only in electronic form. T h e re is
the tendency to think that if information is not
in electronic form, it does not exist. In some
cases, the information re s o u rces on the Intern e t
a re so chaotic, information is as good as lost.

I n formation Seeking in A r ch i v e s
With the passage of time, people move on,

but the organization continues. With good re c o rd s
management, re c o rds documenting significant

actions with continuing consequences are trans-
f e rred to organizational archives so that later infor-
mation seekers, whether later incumbents or others
seeking evidence of past actions, can find them.
The mission of the archival profession is to iden-
tify re c o rds that have continuing usefulness,
p re s e rve them, and make the information in
them accessible through time. R e c o rds manage-
ment for electronic re c o rds is still in its infancy, but
for federal agencies the decision of District Court
Judge Paul L. Freidman in Public Citizen v. John
Carlin, October 1997, has given it greater urg e n c y
by making it mandatory. Although the National
A rchives and most state archives have begun pro-
grams to manage electronic re c o rds, most arc h i v a l
holdings consist of documents on paper.

The search for information in archives about
past actions is similar to searching for curre n t
i n f o rmation in organizations but is more complex.
Locating information about past actions depends
on interaction among three archival functions:
a rrangement, description, and re f e rence serv i c e s .

A rrangement: A rchivists use provenance and
original order to capture the contextual inform a-
tion that made the re c o rds usable as they were cre-
ated. Records are kept together as a group linked
to the person, office, or organization that cre a t e d
them. Provenance links re c o rds to the functions
that created them, reflects organizational func-
tions, and pre s e rves the lines of communication
graphically outlined in the organizational chart. If
the re c o rds are kept in the same order as they were
filed, the location of each item in the filing stru c-
t u re can be predicted. Retaining pro v e n a n c e
e n s u res that the evidence in the re c o rds is authen-
tic. No later hand has added, subtracted, or moved
the evidence from the actions that created them. In
a rchives, unlike libraries, individual documents
a re not re-filed according to a pre d e t e rmined sub-
ject scheme. If a later person, following a library
model of information retrieval, re a rranges docu-
ments or mixes them with documents from another
o rganization, then the evidence cannot be tru s t e d ,
nor can the content be predicted. A chain of con-
tinuous custody from the creator to the user
e n s u res the authenticity of evidence.

P rovenance is a powerful predictor of content
and locator of evidence. Provenance and original
o rder serve to retain the physical organization of
re c o rds as found in offices when they are trans-
f e rred to shelves in arc h i v e s .

Description. As time passes, knowledge of
functions and forms of re c o rds fades from personal
m e m o ry. Or, re c o rds are transferred to outside
repositories. Information seekers, whether
a rchivists or re s e a rchers, need information about
functions, forms, and content of re c o rds. Arc h i v a l
description focuses on groups of re c o rds and their
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relationships. Descriptive control over a collection
is pro g ressively refined from the top down, working
f rom the broadest group to the appropriate level of
description, whether series, file, or item.

A rchival description is meta-data; that is, it
is information about information, that leads a user
to information and helps a user to understand it. It
is also management information that allows
a rchivists to acquire and pre s e rve the holdings. A
useful definition is:

A rchival description is the process of cap-
turing, collating, analyzing, and org a n i z i n g
any information that serves to identify, man-
age, locate, and interpret the holdings of
a rchival institutions and explain the contexts
and re c o rds systems from which those hold-
ing were selected.6

Elements of information about re c o rds may
be captured as they are created, acquire d ,
a rranged, and used. These data elements may be
embodied in a number of products, such as donor
re c o rds, accession lists, inventories, finding aids,
catalogs, indexes, registers, card catalogs, indexes,
databases, or guides, and displayed on paper or
online. An ideal descriptive system allows
a rchivists to collect all data elements about a
collection in one system and produce any num-
ber of products. If such a system is based on
national standards, information about collections
can be shared with other re p o s i t o r i e s .

Over time, repositories have used many types
of finding aids, but in recent years inform a t i o n
about each re c o rd group has been standard i z e d
into finding aids that include an administrative
h i s t o ry outlining organizational functions and
series descriptions describing the forms and filing
s t ru c t u res of the re c o rds. Most also include lists of
the contents, for example, file titles for textual
re c o rds, titles of videotapes, titles of oral history
i n t e rviews, and identifications of photographs. The

a rchivist also provides index terms for the re c o rd
g roup. The index terms for all re c o rd groups are
accumulated in a master index so that users who
do not know the functions or forms of re c o rds can
be pointed to the re c o rds likely to be of interest to
them. Index terms can include subjects, personal
names, corporate names, place names, as well as
t e rms for functions, and terms for the forms of
re c o rds, such as minutes, logbooks, arc h i t e c t u r a l
drawings, photographs, and videotapes.

R e f e rence Services. A rchives staff play a
critical role in linking re s e a rchers, finding aids,
and re c o rds. Reference assistance is often vital to
the success of users in archives. School childre n
a re taught to use libraries, but most users are not
familiar with archives, nor do they extend their
insights from searching for information in their
daily work to searching for information in arc h i v e s .
The re f e rence process in archives has intellectual
elements, administrative elements, and is compli-
cated by the interpersonal dynamics of re f e re n c e
i n t e r a c t i o n .7

Intellectual elements. The most import a n t
function of re f e rence services in archives is pro v i d-
ing intellectual access. Providing intellectual
access includes providing information about the
re p o s i t o ry; information about its holdings; infor-
mation from its holdings; information about
re c o rds creators, and re f e rrals to other sources. To
use re c o rds, users must know that they exist and
how to find them. If users know the scope of the
collection of a re p o s i t o ry they can often pre d i c t
whether the collections will have information or
evidence for them. Researchers also need practical
i n f o rmation about location, telephone numbers,
public hours, services, and access policies.
R e s e a rchers find such information thro u g h
national, regional, or thematic directories; publi-
cations such as bro c h u res, signs, and guides;
public programs such as lectures or workshops,
and increasingly through the Intern e t. A useful
d i re c t o ry of archival Web sites, “Repositories of
P r i m a ry Sources,” is maintained by Te rry Abraham
at the University of Idaho.8 Leon Miller at Tu l a n e
University maintains a site, “Ready, ’ N e t , G o !
A rchival Internet Resources.” This site includes
lists of archival Web sites and well as links to tools
for archivists, archival search engines, and pro f e s-
sional sourc e s .9

A number of sources locate inform a t i o n
about holdings. Some repositories publish guides
that summarize information about groups of
re c o rds. Of most use to federal agencies is the
Guide to Federal Records in the National Archives of
the United States (1995). It includes extremely use-
ful agency histories that identify the functions of
g o v e rnment from its founding and their re p o rt i n g
relationships, as well as descriptions of the form s

Finding aids
describe and index
historic documents
to make the infor-
mation in them
accessible for use.
The information in
these paper find-
ing aids will be
migrated to the
archives module of
the NPS Museum
Management
Program’s
Automated
National Catalog
System (ANCS+)
to provide interac-
tive online access.
Photo by
Campbell/Danford,
courtesy San
Francisco
Maritime National
Historical Park.
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and contents of re c o rds. It is extensively indexed.
The National Archives maintains a very useful
Web site. It includes the NARA Arc h i v a l
I n f o rmation Locator (NAIL) a prototype searc h a b l e
database of information about selected re c o rds and
digital copies of some documents. Also maintained
is the “Reference at Your Desk,” by the National
A rchives Library and Information Center (ALIC),
which includes links to laws, copyright re g u l a t i o n s ,
legal re s o u rces, biographical, and geographical
re s o u rc e s .

The first re f e rence tool to describe and index
manuscript collections from repositories thro u g h-
out the United States was the National Union
Catalog of Manuscript Collections, NUCMC, aff e c-
tionately known as “nuck muck.” From 1959 to
1993, the Library of Congress published descrip-
tions of approximately 72,300 collections located
in 1,406 diff e rent repositories in 29 annual printed
volumes, which included approximately 1,085,000
index terms. The final printed volume was pub-
lished in 1994. Cataloging for the volumes fro m
1986 to 1993 and all ongoing cataloging is avail-
able only online. To provide access to its online
cataloging NUCMC provides free access through a
Z39.50 Gateway to the Research Libraries
I n f o rmation Network-Archives Manuscripts
Collections database (RLIN AMC). The NUCMC
site also provides links to other Library of Congre s s
re s o u rces, archival societies, archival education,
e l e c t ronic discussion groups and periodicals, bibli-
ographical utilities, pre s e rvation, and the Encoded
A rchival Description (EAD) standard and its use
by the archival pro f e s s i o n .1 0

National bibliographical utilities, most
notably the Online Computer Library Center
(OCLC) and the Research Libraries Inform a t i o n
Network (RLIN) also provide collection-level
descriptions of archival holdings, stru c t u re d
a c c o rding to the national standard for sharing
i n f o rmation about holdings, in Library of Congre s s
m a c h i n e - readable cataloging format (MARC). Both
began as utilities to provide the benefits of share d
cataloging for published materials, OCLC to serv e
smaller college and public libraries, RLIN to serv e
l a rge university re s e a rch libraries. Both have now
found that the databases are as useful for re f e re n c e
s t a ff and patrons searching for information as for
p roviding cataloging. RLIN in particular has devel-
oped as a cultural re s o u rces databases. Both
c h a rge for searches. Many library online public
access catalogs (OPAC) include descriptions of
a rchival holdings, and some are available though
the Intern e t .

An increasing number of archival finding aids
a re now available online and archivists are cre a t-
ing a standard for storing this information so that it
can be shared and migrated for pre s e rvation, the

Encoded Archival Description (EAD) in Standard
Generalized Markup Language (SGML).
Collections of digitized documents, especially pho-
tographic images, are also available on the Web. A
useful place to start is the Berkeley Digital Library
SunSite, maintained by the University of Californ i a
at Berkeley and Sun Micro s y s t e m s .1 1 It pro v i d e s
links to catalogs and indexes, including finding
aids, as well as links to text and image collections
both at Berkeley and elsewhere. It provides links to
other services such as information for digital
l i b r a ry developers, re p o rts on re s e a rch and devel-
opment, software tools, and learning tools.

Chadwyck-Healey offers a subscription to
A rchives USA which includes the D i re c t o ry of
A rchives and Manuscript Repositories in the United
States, collection re c o rds from NUCMC, and index-
ing for its microfiche publication of finding aids,
the National Inventory of Documentary Sources. I t
is available on CD-ROM or on the Web for sub-
s c r i b e r s .1 2

I n t e r p e rsonal Dynamics of Refe rence Serv i c e s
P roviding intellectual access in the re p o s i t o ry

and in providing information from holdings has
traditionally been predicated on personal interac-
tion between archivist and information seeker.
A rchives are mysteries to most users, and re f e re n c e
s e rvices are often educational services in expand-
ing the mental models of users to encompass the
range of archival re c o rds, the variety of finding
aids available, and the development of a searc h
strategy for exploiting them. Information searc h e s
in archives are typically mediated through the
a rchivist. In institutional archives, we have seen
that administrators tend to use personal contacts
for information, and Yakel and Bost confirm my
experience that most do not use finding aids or
re c o rds. They expect information to be extracted
and packaged for them.1 3

Interpersonal dynamics are vital in the re f e r-
ence process. Although a library user may find
i n f o rmation without ever interacting with a librar-
ian, this is rarely true in archives. In most cases,
an information seeker contacts a re p o s i t o ry either
in person or by phone, mail, fax, or email.
Ty p i c a l l y, a user begins with an initial interv i e w
with the archivist, whether in person or over the
telephone, or through correspondence or email.
The initial interview begins with question
abstraction, in which the seeker and the
a rchivist identify the topic, delimited by time,
place, and the seeker’s intended use. Next, in
question resolution, archivist and user analyze
the topic and the intended use in terms of the
a rchival re s o u rces available and form a searc h
s t r a t e g y, a plan for identifying the sources of
i n f o rmation likely to answer the question. T h i s
is an inferential process based on what is known
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about the re c o rds and the functions that cre a t e d
them, an extension of information seeking in the
c reating organization. Archivists play a vital role in
this process because of their understanding of the
universe of documentation and how a user’s ques-
tions fit that universe.

Question refinement is the third stage of re f-
e rence interaction and is a continuing process as
questions and topics are refined in light of infor-
mation discovered during re s e a rch. Ideally the re f-
e rence interaction is closed with an exit interv i e w
in which the archivist has the opportunity to deter-
mine the success of the seeker and the patron can
evaluate archival information and archival ser-
v i c e s .

Nonverbal communication both clarifies
and complicates interpersonal communications.
I n f o rmation seekers often find it difficult to expose
ignorance to a stranger when the response is
unknown. This fact underscores the importance of
building interpersonal relationships in institutional
a rchives, so that administrators and staff will feel
c o m f o rtable and confident in asking questions.
Active listening is probably more important than
talking. Taking time to draw out the full question
and determining the level to which it needs to be
a n s w e red is important for both seeker and
a rchivist. The necessary administrative elements of
p roviding physical access to archives, such as re g-
istration, pro c e d u res to ensure integrity and
p re s e rvation of archival evidence, photocopying,
and the like must be handled so that they do not
hinder the building of trust and confidence neces-
s a ry to intellectual access.1 4

I n f o rmation seeking in org a n i z a t i o n s
occurs in a complex environment of interper-
sonal networks, electronic networks, and
re c o rd-keeping networks. If archivists understand
the full range of information re s o u rces in org a n i z a-
tions, re g a rdless of their forms, implement a sound
re c o rds management program for both tangible and
e l e c t ronic re c o rds, and respond to the complexity
of information-seeking behaviors of administrators,
s t a ff, and the public, they can provide a vital ser-
vice to their org a n i z a t i o n .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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